University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiCen

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

7-25-2013

Belize's Supreme Court Finds Offshore Oil
Contracts Null and Void
Louisa Reynolds

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen
Recommended Citation
Reynolds, Louisa. "Belize's Supreme Court Finds Offshore Oil Contracts Null and Void." (2013). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/
noticen/10081

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiCen by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 79034
ISSN: 1089-1560

Belize's Supreme Court Finds Offshore Oil Contracts Null
and Void
by Louisa Reynolds
Category/Department: Belize
Published: 2013-07-25
Six oil-prospecting companies suffered a major setback when Belize's Supreme Court ruled on April
16 that all offshore oil contracts issued by the Belizean government in 2004 and 2007 and extended in
2009 are null and void.
The decision, handed down by Justice Oswell Legall, was highly critical of the government’s actions,
saying that "allowing oil exploration before any assessment of its effects on the environment is not
only irresponsible but reckless, especially in a situation where Belize may not be fully capable of
handling effectively an oil spill."
Justice Legall said the minister who signed the contracts "exceeded his jurisdiction when he entered
into the agreements" and violated the Environmental Protection Act by failing to carry out an
environmental-impact study before the contracts were awarded. He also said that the oil contracts
were null and void because they were entered into with companies that did not demonstrate a
proven ability to contribute the necessary funds, assets, machinery, equipment, tools, and technical
expertise.
One company that had been awarded offshore oil contracts was Princess Petroleum Ltd., which
belongs to the owners of the Princess Casino and is allegedly well-connected with local politicians of
the ruling United Democratic Party (UDP).
The movement to ban offshore drilling, especially in the Barrier Reef World Heritage Site
zone, began in the wake of the 2010 BP Gulf of Mexico oil spill (SourceMex, May 12, 2010).
Environmentalists point out that, when oil is recovered from the ocean floor, other chemicals and
toxic substances such as mercury, lead, and arsenic also come up and are often released back into
the ocean. Seismic waves used to locate oil can also harm sea mammals, and the infrastructure
required to drill wells and transport offshore oil can be hugely devastating.
"This is a great day for the people and the country of Belize and its democratic process, and its
shows that we, as ordinary citizens, need not sit back and only complain about all the wrong
decisions our government makes but we can use the judiciary to settle these," said environmentalist
Audrey Matura-Shepherd of VP Oceana, the organization that initiated the case in December 2011
and was later joined by the Coalition to Save our Natural Heritage and Liberty Through Action, as
co-claimants.
"Our laws are made to be followed by all because no one is above the law, and so for the court
to point out where the government violated these laws such as the Petroleum Act and the
Environmental Protection Act in issuing these oil contracts will surely give confidence to our
citizens at a time when many have become weary of improper ministerial exercise of power. This
invigorates us to continue our work to call for a ban of all offshore oil exploration and drilling in our
Belizean waters," added Matura-Shepherd.
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Belize’s controversial oil contracts
Oil and gas deposits were discovered in Belize by Belize Natural Energy Ltd. (BNE) in 2005 when the
first well in Spanish Lookout began producing. Since then, BNE’s output has reached 5,000 barrels
per day.
In 2009, the Chinese Petroleum Corporation (OPIC) visited Belize to collect data, but since then it
has officially abandoned all prospecting licenses it held in Belize because of growing opposition to
oil drilling among different sectors of civil society, particularly environmental and Mayan Qeqchí
organizations in the province of Toledo.
The latest discovery was made by BNE in January 2010 when an oil field at Never Delay, near
Belmopan, was declared commercial.
To date, 18 companies have been awarded oil contracts (including the six companies awarded
offshore contracts): BCH International Inc, BelGeo Ltd., Belize Natural Energy, Blue Creek
Exploration Ltd., Island Oil Belize Ltd., Miles Tropical Energy Ltd., Northern Spirit Resources Inc.,
OPIC Resource Competition (now abandoned), Perenco Ltd., PetroBelize Ltd., Princess Petroleum
Ltd., Providence Energy Belize Ltd., RSM Production Corporation, SOL Oil Belize Ltd., Spartan
Petroleum Corporation, US Capital Energy Belize Ltd., West Bay Belize Ltd., and ZMT International
Inc.
Companies have up to eight years to explore for oil and 25 years to undertake production and pump
oil out of the ground commercially. If no oil is found within the eight-year exploration phase, the
contract "self terminates," which means it is no longer in effect.
The UDP had made an election promise to establish a Belize Petroleum Trust Fund to benefit all
Belizeans with a series of social programs, an urgent task given that 60% of Belizeans are classified
as living in poverty. However, more than three years after the UDP took office, the trust fund has
yet to be established and oil revenues have been absorbed by the government for daily operations.
The government claims that debts have forced it to channel oil revenues into government coffers.
One group that has strongly opposed oil contracts is the Mayan Qeqchí indigenous Belizeans
from Guatemala. A month after the Supreme Court’s ruling, in May 2013, the Inter-American
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) expressed concern regarding the situation of the Mayan
community in Toledo as private companies have been carrying out oil exploration and exploitation
in ancestral Mayan lands without respecting indigenous communities’ right to consultation, which is
enshrined in ILO Convention 169.
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